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THE PROBLEM, LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY, AND REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 
The Problem 



The three basic questions which the present study investigated were the 
following: (a) To what extent do the teachers of English in the public high 

schools of the United States accept the teaching of reading as the responsibility 
of the high school and, more specifically, as their own responsibility? (b) How 
well prepared to teach reading do they consider themselves to be , and what has 
been the nature of their preparation? (c) What are their actual practices in 
their teaching of reading? Two further questions were investigated: (a) Has 

there been any improvement in their preparation in recent years? (b) Are there 
significant differences in actual practices in reading instruction between those 
teachers wh •> have been better prepared and those who have been less well prepared? 

Since at least the closing years of the first World War, reading experts 
have stressed time and again that the high school does have a crucially important 
role to play in the teaching of reading and have urged that teachers be prepared 
for that role. The National Council of Teachers of English has repeatedly empha- 
sized the same theme in many of its publications, and that theme has certainly not 
been absent from the publications of the national organizations of teachers in 
other subject fields. The fact that large numbers of individual high school teach- 
ers', especially teachers of English, have accepted responsibility for instruction 
in reading and are striving to fulfill it is evidenced, among other ways, by the 
thousands of articles in which they have described their goals and their methods 
in reading instruction. There is similar evidence that the responsibility has been 
accepted by whole departments of teachers, again especially in English, and, in oc- 
casional instances, by entire high school faculties to at least some extent. Con- 
ferences on reading at the high school level have for years been well attended. 

There is, then, no reason to doubt that the responsibility in question has 
been accepted to a degree--even to a considerable degree. Nonetheless, with re- 
spect specifically to English teachers in the high schools of the nation, it ap- 
pears that only in recent years have answers to any of the questions listed above 
been forthcoming. Two nation-wide studies were conducted during the 1940's: one 

a study of secondary school reading programs, both remedial and developmental, con- 
ducted by the National Education Association in 1941; the other a study of remedial 
reading only, conducted by Witty and Brink in 1947. Both were valuable studies, 
but neither focused specifically on the role of the English teacher in reading in- 
struction. (However, both did provide some information concerning the latter.) 

For many years, no other nation-wide study of reading instruction at the secondary 
school level appears to have been conducted. In 1963, Karlin stated, "Although 
there have not been any' recent nation-wide surveys on the status of reading programs 
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in high school, we do have reports of conditions in scattered areas of the country." 
Many such reports of local programs in reading were in fact published, as were a num- 
ber of surveys of high school reading programs in several states. So far as could 
be determined, however, studies which were both nationwide and which focused to a 
considerable extent on the high school English teacher's role in teaching reading 
have been conducted only in the present decade. These latter studies, conducted by 
or under the auspices of the National Council of Teachers of English, do tell us 
much, especially concerning the extent to which English teachers have been prepared 
for this particular role. To an appreciable extent, however, the questions have re- 
mained unanswered by the studies thus far conducted. The present study was intended 
both to supplement and to extend the research of the past. It does not, of course, 
provide a complete and final answer to the questions posed; even at best, no one 
study could. 

Limitations of the Study 

Although the survey instrument did include some questions about reading 
specialists in the school and other aspects of the total school reading program, 
the focus of this study was primarily on the teaching of reading by the teacher of 
English in the English classroom, not on the teaching of reading by special teach- 
ers in special classrooms. The study did not investigate the extent to which teach- 
ers of subjects other than English accept responsibility for teaching reading. 

The most notable limitation of the study is with respect to the population 
from which the sample was drawn. Characteristics of that sample and the manner in 
which it was drawn will be described later. The point to be made now is that al- 
though the sample is a nation-wide sample in that it was drawn from a list of high 
school teachers of English who teach in schools throughout the United States, 2 it 
was not drawn from a list of all of the high school teachers of English in the 
United States. The list from which it was drawn was one of members of the seconuary 
school section of the National Council of Teachers of English. The findings of the 
study, therefore, can be applied directly only to the population on which the sample 
is based — the members of the NCTE secondary school section. It seems reasonable, 
however, to suppose both that members of the NCTE are similar in many respects to 
English teachers who are not members of the NCTE and also that any differences be- 
tween the two groups with respect to the teaching of reading would tend to be in 
favor of the NCTE group. Consequently, however bright or dark the picture indicated 
by the findings of this study, it is at least probable that a study based on a sam- 
ple more completely representative of public high school ’English teachers would not 
present a brighter picture. 



1 

Robert Karlin, "Nature and Scope of Developmental Reading in 
Secondary Schools," Developing High School Reading Programs , comp. 
Mildred A. Dawson (Newark, Delaware: International. Reading Association, 

1967), p. 6. 

2 

See page 14 . 
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Review of Related Literature 



A. N ation -wi de Studies : Although they differed from the present study in 

a number of respects, several nation-wide studies conducted during the past thirty 
years, especially several conducted during the present decade, are relevant to a 
consideration of the questions of this study. 

1. NEA Study : Reference has already been made to this study conducted 

in 1941 by the National Education Association, a study of reading instruction in 
the secondary schools of the nation. 1 Two major differences between it and the 
present study are that the NEA study was not focused on English teachers and that 
it obtained its data for the most part from high school principals, rather than 
from teachers. Nevertheless, the study did throw considerable light on the extent 
to which (in the principals' estimation) high school teachers in general, at the 
same time, were accepting and fulfilling responsibility for reading instruction. 

The circumstances and the purposes of the NEA study are indicated 
in the following statement: 



The study began with a brief inquiry 
on high-school reading programs, submitted 
in March, 1941, to all members of the Nation- 
al Association of Secondary School Principals 
and to a few additional principals and head- 
masters of private high schools. This ques- 
tionnaire asked for a general overview of the 
reading program: the need for reading in- 

struction, present offerings, and an evalua- 
tion of what was being done in each school. 

It also requested the names and addresses of 
any teachers in the high school who, in the 
principal's opinion, were doing outstanding 
work in some phase of reading instruction. 2 

Replies to the questionnaire were received from 2,275 principals 
(there is no indication of what percent of the total this figure represents) , from 
every state and from Hawaii (not then a state) . Ninety-three percent of the re- 
spondents were principals of public schools. To the inquiry subsequently sent to 
the teachers who were named by the principals, there were responses from 320, of 
whom 303 were public school teachers and 153 were teachers of English. The inquiry 
asked the teacher to give "an informal and somewhat detailed report on one phase of 
reading instruction which. .. represented the highlight of his work. "3 



Reading Instruction in Secondary Schools . Research Bulletin of the 
National Education Association, Vol. XX, No. 1. (Washington: Research Division 

of the NEA, 1942.) 

^ Ibid . , p. 44. 

3 Ibid. 
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The report speaks of "three convincing impressions" derived from 
the survey as a whole: 



(a) that serious reading problems are exceedingly 
common in present day high schools; (b) that high 
school principals are awakening to the serious 
character of these problems; and (c) that perhaps 
a considerable number of high school principals 
are still unaware of the serious reading needs of 
the pupils in their schools.! 

It states also that, according to the principals' responses, "genuine and wide- 
spread interest in reading on the part of teachers is found in relatively few 
schools at present. "2 The principals were speaking, however, of their teachers as 
a whole, not specifically of English teachers. The writer (s) (unidentified) of 
the NEA report state their own belief that every high-school department and every 
teacher have both responsibilities and opportunities to improve the reading habits 
and tastes of every pupil. They report, however, that the principals' responses 
indicated that in most schools such interest in reading as existed was exhibited 
only by individual teachers here and there (including special teachers of reading) 
or was concentrated in some one department, almost always the English department. 3 
Half of the principals claimed that their schools were doing something for the most 
severely retarded reader, and about 40% said that attention was being given to the 
somewhat less serious remedial cases. Only 25% said that at least some form of 
systematic help in reading was being given to every pupil in their schools. 4 Read- 
ing tests were reported to be given regularly in only 41% of the public schools as 
a whole; however, the percentages for the junior and senior high schools were 57% 
and 37% respectively. 5 

The report of the NEA study states that the replies to the teacher 
questionnaire did not lend themselves to statistical tabulation. The report in- 
cludes a long section which describes the various methods these teachers were uti- 
lizing to cope with reading needs of their pupils: methods for becoming acquainted 

with those needs (the teachers speak of several methods but stress that "there is 
no substitute for alert, discriminating observation of pupils as they actually read, 
both silently and orally"); providing for individual differences; selecting appro- 
priate reading materials; improving interests and taste; improving comprehension; 
building vocabulary; improving reading rate; developing study skills; improving 
oral reading skills; providing remedial instruction. This group of teachers ap- 
pears to have been both knowledgeable and devoted; clearly, if it was true, as the 



^Ibid . , p. 8. 
2 Ibid . 

3 

Ibid . , p. 9. 

4 

Ibid . 

5 Ibid. , p. 11. 
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principals reported, that the average high school teacher was little concerned with 
reading instruction, this was an exceptional group. It will be recalled that they 
had in fact been specially selected as having done outstanding work in reading. 

The report states that one common complaint of these teachers was 
that many principals and other administrators failed to realize the seriousness of 
the reading problem at the high school level and the high school's responsibility 
to do something about it. The report adds, not altogether convincingly, that the 
teachers "were not speaking of this particular group of principals. "1 

2. Witty and Brink Study In 1947, Witty and Brink conducted a study 
of remedial reading courses in secondary schools throughout the nation. One hun- 
dred nine schools were included in the study. Of these, 97 indicated that remedial 
instruction was carried on in the English department by a regular teacher who de- 
voted at least part of his or her time to the remedial program. Thus, although the 
study was not begun specifically as a study of English teachers, it became so to a 
considerable extent. However, it differs from the present study in that it focused 
on the teaching of (remedial) reading in special classes, not on the teaching of 
reading by English teachers in their regular English classrooms. 

Witty and Brink's general conclusion based on their findings is as 

follows: 

Although this survey shows that con- 
siderable gains are being made in organiz- 
ing and developing remedial reading classes, 
much more comprehensive programs need to be 
undertaken and correlated with developmental 
reading programs. Unfortunately, little is 
being done to provide such a correlation. 3 

Their specific findings are too numerous to summarize in this review; however, one 
finding of special interest concerned the preparation of the teachers of the reme- 
dial reading courses. Of the total of 126 teachers, only 28 were full-time reading 
specialists. The others had either volunteered or been drafted for the work, even 
though a majority of them had had no special preparation for it. 4 



3. NOTE Study of the Continuing Education of Teachers of English: Of 

the several nation-wide studies, this is the most interesting in relation to the 
present study. It was one of a set of three studiesS undertaken by the National 



^ Ibid . , p . 8 . 

2 . ... 

Paul Witty and William Brink, "Remedial Reading Practices in the Secondary 
School," Journal of Educational Psychology , XL (April, 1949), pp. 193-205. 

3 Ibid . , p. 203. 

^Ibid . 

5 

Two of the studies are named and discussed in the text. The third was en- 
titled The National Interest and the Teaching of English as £ Second Language , 



